Today Hanover Square, in the heart of Mayfair, is an entirely commercial area surrounded by buildings in every style from the 18th to the 20th centuries. It is hard to imagine it as one of the first Georgian squares to have been built in the 1720s in the West End of London. Only two houses, numbers 20 and 24, survive with their original facades and both are preserved as grade II listed buildings, though number 20 lost its elegant proportions with the addition of an extra storey at a later date. Number 20 is a very important house in the history of the medical profession in London. For over 110 years it was in the possession of a medical institution-first the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society (RMCS), then its successor, The Royal Society of Medicine (RSM). It became the meeting place for many of the specialist societies that emerged during the latter part of the 19th century, and within its walls many advances in knowledge and practice were first announced. It was only in 2001 that the RSM sold it, bringing to an end this long and venerable connection.
The histories of the two societies have been written before, 1,2 most recently by Hunting 3 who tells us how important 20 Hanover Square was to both societies. The RMCS first rented rooms in Gray's Inn within the City of London. It was not alone amongst professional institutions to migrate west; this was a common pattern from the end of the 17th until well into the 19th century. The residences in Mayfair and Belgravia were built by the aristocracy on their own land and, as they continued to move further from the City, so members of the professional classes moved into the houses they vacated.
LONDON SPREADS WEST
For centuries London had remained circumscribed within the City and it developed as a higgledy-piggledy maze of streets and buildings. 4, 5 The population rose steadily, almost entirely by immigration from country to town, for up to this time the death rate had always exceeded the birth-rate. The Great Plague of 1665 killed about one-third of the population, whilst the Fire next year destroyed a huge residential area and, like the Blitz of the Second World War, resulted in an urgent need for the rehousing of large numbers of people. Those who could afford to move out did so.
The City could not expand east, for London Bridge had been built as far downstream as possible without encroaching on the swamps and mudflats of the Thames estuary. It already had spread south of the river, but with only a single bridge a northward or westward move was easier. An additional reason that appealed to speculative builders was that the countryside to the west was owned by titled aristocrats who were happy to grant leases up to 99 years, whereas within the City most land was owned by the Church, who limited their leases to 21 years. The Royal Court had already begun the move west, proceeding from their Tudor palace at Greenwich to Whitehall, Westminster, Carlton House and eventually to Buckingham Palace. The aristocracy followed and brought with them a large retinue of staff.
Unlike capitals such as Paris and Vienna, London has never been a planned city. There were only two real attempts at planning, the first being the ambitious scheme proposed by Sir Christopher Wren following the Fire but never put into action because rehousing was too urgent to wait. Later the Prince Regent's grandiose scheme linked Piccadilly Circus with Regent's Park and, though this was completed, even the Prince did not get all his own way as shown by the kink in Regent's Street at Langham Place where an owner refused to sell.
The increase in scientific knowledge during the period known as the Enlightenment caused great change. Industrialization demanded a large supply of cheap labour and workers descended on the old City with consequent overcrowding, dirt, poverty and violence. A middle class was emerging to deal with business and commerce and to supervise the labour force. Whilst they could not afford to live amongst the wealthy, neither were they prepared to remain in the overcrowded city, so their first building developments were to the north-west around Bloomsbury.
The pattern of building changed. Instead of the narrow winding medieval streets, residential squares were built. This design had existed in continental Europe for some 200 years and it was Inigo Jones who brought it to London. He designed the first square, Covent Garden, originally of highclass residences. When the Earl of Bedford, who occupied the north side, decided to profit from selling his produce from stalls in the square instead of over the garden wall, it degenerated into a market area of taverns and bawdy houses. Then followed Leicester Square, St James', Bloomsbury, Soho and the great squares of Grosvenor, Cavendish and Portman. These remained residential for much longer, some until the present day.
Much of this explosion of building resulted from the activities of Nicholas Barbon, one of the first large-scale speculative builders who seems to have been as unscrupulous as some later proponents of this trade. Barbon started his career as a physician, studying in Leiden and Utrecht where he graduated MD in 1661. On his return to England in 1669 he was elected an honorary fellow of the College of Physicians, not then a Royal College. 6 Whilst he never practised medicine he continued to use his title of doctor. He started the fashion for building town houses of several storeys with narrow street frontages and gardens extending far back, thus economizing in street space. He was also noted as the instigator of fire insurance.
It was an age of philanthropy, for by the 18th century issues of public health and hygiene were being tackled and many charitable hospitals for the poor had been founded in or near the City. For a long time doctors had been content to live near these hospitals, but now they wanted to join the wealthier classes in the West End. The successive residences of John Hunter, Sir Astley Cooper and John Coakley Lettsom can be traced moving westwards.
Medical institutions, including the Royal College of Physicians and the Medical Society of London, also moved by stages from their original houses in the City and by the latter part of the 19th century the medical profession was well settled into Mayfair and its fringes, where it has remained ever since. The Company of Barbers and the Society of Apothecaries being livery companies remained within the City, though the Apothecaries acquired their Physic Garden out in the country in Chelsea.
THE HISTORY OF HANOVER SQUARE
Hanover Square was built from 1717 onwards in the period of prosperity following the ending of war in Europe. 4 It was the first square in Mayfair and was laid out on land owned by the Earl of Scarborough, a retired general who named it after the new royal dynasty he admired. The earliest picture of the square is the 1787 painting by Edward Dayes now in the British Museum, in which number 20 can be seen on the right (Figure 1 ). This delightful painting looks south towards St George's Church and is full of details of daily activities.
Number 20 was designed by the French Huguenot architect Nicholas Dubois. He had served as a military engineer under Marlborough and on returning to civilian life devoted himself to building town houses. Whilst the frontages were plain the interiors were often elaborate. Behind were gardens, servants' quarters and stables, with a separate back entrance. Number 20 backed onto what later became New Bond Street and still retains access through Dering Yard.
Hanover Square's early occupants were Whig and military, albeit housing only those with aristocratic titles. The first owner of number 20 was the Duke of Montrose who bought it from the architect in 1720. A Scottish peer, he was a Privy Councillor and needed a London house. From 1720 to 1877 it was occupied by a succession of seven Earls-namely, Montrose; Cobham; Starwell and his daughter Sophia who brought in the Italian aristocracy when she married the Duke of Cannizzaro; next the 3rd Earl of Lucan, known for his undistinguished role with the Light Brigade at Balaclava; then Poulet, Bridport and finally Abercrombie. Abercrombie never lived there. He allowed it to become run-down and disposed of it to Gretton and Vaughan, barristers and property developers who planned to demolish it. It was from them that the RMCS purchased it in 1890. 7
OTHER PROFESSIONS
The medical profession was not alone in migrating west. Others including the musicians and civil servants did so. square. Opened in 1774 it became the leading centre for musical performances and was familiar to Haydn, Mendelssohn, Wagner and Liszt amongst others. The civil service too occupied a site, now gone, just off the square in Tenterden Street, where the Oriental Club was established for those who had served in the East India Company.
THE ROYAL MEDICAL AND CHIRURGICAL SOCIETY
The Medical Society of London, founded in 1773 at the instigation of the Quaker physician John Coakley Lettsom, was the first in England and is still in existence. 8 By 1805 a dissatisfied group of younger members, feeling the society had become autocratic and out-of-date, broke away and formed the Medical and Chirurgical Society, later granted a royal charter. From their first rooms in Gray's Inn, they moved west via three sites in Lincoln's Inn Fields to Berners Street near Oxford Circus. These frequent moves were dictated because their library continually outgrew their premises and they had no capital to buy their own house.
It was the inspiration of their librarian/secretary, the redoubtable John MacAlister, that masterminded a purchase. 7 He suggested that, since the Society was impecunious, it should follow the principle of 'the unprovided widow who takes a larger house and lives on the lodgers'. He found such a house in Hanover Square and convinced the officers that his plan was viable; they bought it in 1890 for £23 000. MacAlister's 'widows' principle' was successful. Such was the demand for rooms that the RMCS immediately set about improving the premises, adding an extra floor and making the entrance grander with a portico. Figure 2 shows the house today. They enlarged the Georgian rooms to make them suitable for big meetings and roofed over an area including part of the garden to create the large Meeting Room. A smaller North Room was built, long and narrow so that it could be subdivided. Very soon the Society was indeed living off its lodgers; anyone was welcomed who would pay a good rent and fitted in with MacAlister's ideas of respectable tenants. Scientific, literary and music societies rented space; even the cellars were not wasted, for the music publishers Ashdown and Parry used them as store rooms.
Two floor plans of the house survive, dated 1877 and 1890, the latter shortly before the sale to the RMCS. In 1905, as part of its centenary celebrations, the Society commissioned Elizabeth Drake to make some drawings of the house and some of these are reproduced in the histories of the Society. They show the rooms to be dignified and elegant and suggest that the facade, front rooms and staircase were the same as in Georgian times, as indeed they still are, although the artist makes the rooms appear more spacious than reality. The front room depicted with MacAlister at his desk is clearly the room used today as the Board Room (Figure 3) .
The Society of Anaesthetists was one of those that rented rooms. Founded in 1893 it was the first anaesthetic society in the world. The minutes recorded that it paid £10 a year for the right to hold ten meetings in the North Room, to use the house as its official address and to have its name displayed on a board in the entrance hall. For special occasions the large Meeting Room could be hired for an extra 3 guineas. 9
FROM RMCS TO RSM
The development of specialization within medicine during the 19th century was followed by the formation of many small societies. After 40 years of effort the RMCS finally, in 1905, persuaded these independent groups to merge and an enlarged society resulted, the RSM as we know it today. It was renamed to reflect its vision of its future role. Although expansion at Hanover Square continued, the new RSM realized it needed bigger purpose-built premises and the present site at the corner of Wimpole Street and Henrietta Place was acquired. The new building came into use in 1910, but the RSM retained ownership of the Hanover Square house within its investment portfolio. We were fortunate to find excellent tenants, the property agents Knight Frank.
THE TENANCY PERIOD
For more than 90 years Knight Frank have been permitted to alter the unlisted part of the house and it has become a hotchpotch of offices, whilst the garden is entirely built over. Some original features are retained; for example the steps that previously led from the house to the garden terrace are today incorporated in an interior corridor. The room on the site of the Meeting Room has been much altered, although some similar features can be distinguished. Dering Yard too is built over, but the back entrance is still at 69 New Bond Street through an attractive Georgian passageway.
A CLERICAL ERROR?
As an Honorary Officer of the RSM, I visited the house in 1998, when a framed poster was displayed in the entrance hall outlining the history and listing the previous owners. This was puzzling because it differed from the archival records; it names the architect not as Dubois but the as famous James Wyatt, and the first owner not as Montrose but the Earl of Dunsmore. It was claimed that the numbering of the houses had been altered, number 20 having previously been number 19. The archives confirm that number 19 was indeed designed by Wyatt for Dunsmore, but not that number 20 had ever been number 19; this idea was derived from an entry in a rates book and one can only assume it was a clerical error. But there is a more intriguing side to the story, for it seems that Mr Howard Frank, the founder of the firm, really wanted as superior a house as he could get. Some letters survive from 1910 7 in which Frank asks MacAlister to send him 'a history of the house, accuracy is not so important, if only some actress of repute, whether good or evil, had lived here!' Obviously he craved a famous background and the fact that number 19 had by this time disappeared made it easier to maintain the fiction. So was it merely a clerical error?
THE PRESENT DAY
Eventually the westward move of the professions came to a halt. The doctors ended up occupying the Harley and Wimpole Street areas; 10 several medical Royal Colleges (the Physicians, Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, Radiologists and Anaesthetists) are nearby. Music too has left its mark, for though the Rooms have been demolished they are replaced by the Wigmore Hall, and the Royal Academy of Music is not far away.
During the Second World War the centre of the square was dug up for air-raid shelters and afterwards the residents clubbed together to restore it as a garden. It included lawns, a pond and wooden benches made from timbers of Jellicoe's flagship the Iron Duke. 4 It was seriously threatened in 1992 when a proposal to build the underground Cross-Rail link would have resulted in the demolition of 140 listed buildings.
By a strange quirk only half the freehold of the site was acquired by the RMCS in 1890, the remainder being held by the Corporation of Westminster, with the dividing line running diagonally through several rooms. The RSM decided to buy the remainder of the freehold before selling the property in 2001. Thus there came to an end more than a hundred years of medical ownership of an historic house.
It has been a good investment, for it turned £23 000 into £7.5 million.
